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Morality in an Apocalypse:

A Character Analysis using Kant and Maslow
Madison Smith
Department of English
Abstract – This article addresses how the relationship
between morality and humanity evolves upon the
disintegration of societal constraints due to the
apocalypse in Station Eleven and The Road through
the critical analysis of both novels. It examines the
characters’ different behaviors spanning their normal
personality to their threatened survival state. These
mannerisms are scrutinized in respect to Immanuel
Kant’s Categorical Imperative, specifically the
universal and humanity formulations, as criterion to
judge the characters’ moral boundaries in comparison
to pre-collapse values. Furthermore, Abraham
Maslow’s theory of self-actualization is employed as
an additional means to evaluate the ethical principles
of the characters under stressful circumstances. These
two philosophies serve as a standard to explore the
changes in the characters’ interpretation of morality
over time throughout various situations. This inquiry
produced evidence suggesting that both authors
believe some will self-enforce a moral code while
others will choose to focus solely on survival.
However, Mandel and McCarthy also portray the
belief that the concept of morality will evolve and
become more fluid in comparison to the pre-collapse
society. This conclusion is a result of the conflicts
between conscience and survival that force righteous
individuals to overstep moral boundaries. Moreover,
the investigation revealed the proposition that the
environment could influence the principles of the
characters through desensitization and instilling
aggression.
I. Morality in an Apocalypse
A setting of inherent dystopia provides
fruitful opportunities for criticism and scrutiny. Often,
these commentaries materialize through the authors’
specific choices in characterization. Such ideas are
widely present in post-apocalyptic novels where the
environment, alone, provides a substantial source of
conflict between survival and conscience to advance
character development. As formal societal constructs
are effectively removed in the situation, the characters
act independently of legality and are only liable to the
constraints of their own personal set of ethics. By
developing multiple characters in this manner, Emily
St. John Mandel and Cormac McCarthy create a
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contrast between the portrayals of each character’s
interpretation of morality. This contrast typically
manifests into a favoritism of one interpretation over
another, which presents an effective medium for
authors to comment upon their opinion of human
psychology and moral foundation (Heller).
Consequently, each author develops a unique version
of the apocalypse to explore this issue of morality.
In Station Eleven, Mandel creates a hopeful
apocalypse, depicting a collapse of civilization, but
also showing its advancement towards its former precatastrophe progress (Maitzen). For instance, the
survivors reestablish settlements, governments,
schools, and other key institutions present in our own
society (Mandel 114, 262–264). Furthermore, several
of these individuals express a direct interest in
preserving aspects of the past, including August,
Clark, François, and the main protagonist, Kirsten.
August primarily focuses on his own past, recovering
Star Trek trinkets and old television guides (Mandel
39-40, 150-151). Clark and François focus on a
broader scale, collecting obsolete artifacts for a
museum of civilization and establishing a library
complete with a newspaper containing interviews with
survivors, respectively (Mandel 258, 263, 114).
Meanwhile, Mandel crafts Kirsten as a champion of
humanism and symbolic bridge between the past and
present. She strives to preserve the artistic and literary
components of the past society through her dramatic
performances with the Traveling Symphony as well as
spread a philosophy that there is more to life than
simply survival (Mandel 57–58, 37– 38). Moreover,
Mandel adds an element of curiosity to Kirsten, who
acts as an archeologist collecting news clippings and
deciphering the history of a building’s past inhabitants
(Mandel 39, 129, 151). This reconstruction of precatastrophe society and the humanistic theme
portrayed throughout her novel suggest that Mandel is
optimistic for the survival of past moral principles
within the survivors.
In stark contrast to Mandel’s world, Cormac
McCarthy’s The Road takes a more gruesome route
and suggests limited hope for humanity’s redemption.
He seems to believe that civilization will collapse into
shambles and that the inherent concept of morals
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present in our society will become obsolete when
survival is the ultimate authority (McCarthy 181). The
man and the boy present evidence of this belief
through traveling on the road in search of a better life.
Along this journey, the experienced man is forced to
teach the naïve boy that some immoral actions must be
committed to preserve their own well-being
(McCarthy 77). However, at the same time, the man
stresses to the boy that a fine line exists between this
self-preservation and descending oneself to
unremorsefully performing unspeakable horrors as
other survivors had (McCarthy 256-260). Although
plagued with dismal situations and lack of purpose, the
pair strive to abide by their moral “good guy” code
throughout the novel (Wielenberg 4).
Despite the distinct interpretations each
author holds of the apocalypse, both of their
protagonists, Kirsten and the man, attempt to adhere to
an idealistic moral code in relation to their current
survival situation. On the contrary, the antagonists in
each fail to display the same consciousness of ethics.
In Station Eleven, Kirsten’s humanistic personality
and remorse upon killing is primarily shown through
the contrast with Tyler’s regard of other characters as
objects. Meanwhile, The Road presents the man’s
characterization through both his peaceful interactions
with the boy and intense reactions to the various
adversaries encountered on the road. Thus, both novels
reflect on the relationship between morality and
humanity when societal constraints disintegrate in
apocalyptic situations.
The significance of undertaking this
investigation lies in the examination of a question
which cannot be easily reproduced in a controlled
laboratory environment. An apocalypse in literature
serves as this speculative analysis; the inquiry
provides insight into the progression of morality,
which cannot easily be tested through scientific
means.
II. Kant and Maslow
To understand how humanity and morality
are challenged during these apocalyptic scenarios, I
focused on the comparative analysis of Station Eleven
and The Road through the judgment of characters with
respect to Immanuel Kant’s Categorical Imperative
and Abraham Maslow’s theory of self-actualization.
The former was used to establish a definition of
morality while the latter was applied to further
examine deviations from the definition of morality as
established by Kant. Additionally, I further scrutinized
the characters in accordance to the interpretation of the
readers, who are constrained by contemporary social

morals. Using this method, I established a base
behavior, when the characters are acting normally and
unchallenged, to compare to their reactions when
threatened. This assessment yielded evidence
suggesting that, after an apocalypse, some individuals
will retain humanistic views and refrain from immoral
behavior while others will choose to disregard what is
widely considered moral values the inherent worth of
other humans. Furthermore, the novels also reveal that
the fulfillment of survival needs will be a significant
factor in the retention of ethics. While both the
protagonists and antagonists were included in this
review, it is important to note that, as opposed to the
protagonists, the antagonists tended to be explored in
much less detail by the authors and portrayed to the
readers through the biased viewpoints of other
characters despite the omniscient narrator.
The first manner used to evaluate the
characters’ perception of morality is derived from
Kant’s Categorical Imperative as developed in his
Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals. He states
that the Categorical Imperative is objectively
necessary without reference to some end goal,
meaning that the reasoning behind the action should
be for the greater good or that it was the right thing to
do rather than a self-serving goal (Kant 26). Although
Kant specifically defines the Categorical Imperative in
four formulations, the analysis of the characters was
conducted using the universal and humanity formulas.
The universal formulation can be defined through the
statement: “act only in accordance with that maxim
through which you can at the same time will that it
become universal law” (Kant 31). Essentially, Kant
commands all rational beings to live by a code of
conduct which could be replicated universally and
occur without contradiction. For example, if one were
to steal from another, the universal formulation would
will that everyone could steal, which would result in
someone swiping the stolen item from the original
thief, who would steal it back, creating an infinite loop.
However, if someone were to buy it rather than take it
by force, the cycle of buyers could theoretically be
infinite, but the rights of an individual would not be
violated in the process. In other words, Kant proposes
that one should treat others how they wish to be
treated. This idea suggests that rational beings are
inherently important individuals and deserve to be
universally respected as such. Kant’s philosophy is
explicitly expressed through his other formulation, the
humanity formula.
The second means to gauge the characters’
ethical values is through the humanity formula, which
reads: “So act that you use humanity, whether in your
own person or in the person of any other, always at the
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same time as an end, never merely a means” (Kant 38).
Through this statement, Kant is clearly differentiating
between the treatment of humanity as an end,
indicating its inherent worth, and as merely a means,
suggesting that human life is disposable. For instance,
if a person were to borrow money from someone under
the pretenses of buying food for their hungry children,
but instead spent it on their own entertainment, this
person would be using the lender as merely a means.
People should not be used merely as a means because
Kant views humans as autonomous with their
aspirations, values, and ability to make decisions
based upon their own rational will (Kant 47). By
deceiving the lender, the borrower is robbing them of
their autonomous decision. However, if the borrower
had told the truth and the lender agreed, the borrower
would still be using the lender, but not in a manner
which violates the formula of humanity as the lender
is a willing participant.
Combining both formulas, Kant is suggesting
that morality is largely based upon interactions
between rational beings and the respect that each allots
humanity. A morally wrong person’s actions would
contradict the significance of humanity and, therefore,
could not be produced into universal law without
conflict. Although Kant intended the Categorical
Imperative to be unconditional law regardless of the
situation, it was used in this investigation to determine
the characters’ overall moral boundaries and, thus, is
not used in such a strict manner (Kant 30). As the
characters adopt varying degrees of respect for
humanity and face challenges of survival which put
strain on these values, their perception of moral
boundaries in comparison to those defined in a precollapse society is determined.
Furthermore, the behavior of the protagonists
is also scrutinized against Maslow’s theory of selfactualization. According to this theory, humans
advance towards self-growth through the fulfillment
of a hierarchy of needs: physiological, safety, love and
a sense of belonging, self- esteem and self-respect, and
fulfillment of potential (Maslow 394). When
progressing up this pyramid, the satisfaction of needs
is relative, meaning that a need of lower standing may
not be completely fulfilled before a need of higher
rank is also addressed, though to a proportionately
lesser amount in comparison to the more basic need
(Maslow 388–389). Conversely, if a need lower in
rank arises, needs categorized above this lower ranked
one will become relatively insignificant (Maslow 394395). This directly relates to the morality of the
characters of both novels as, due to the inherent
emergency situations produced by the disintegration
of society, previously satisfied needs will no longer be
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met (Maslow 374). During these threatening
situations, the protagonists are motivated to respond to
address, primarily, their physiological, security, and
love needs, occasionally engaging in immoral acts to
achieve them. However, the characters’ degree of
retention of their previously held values during and
after the act provides an insight into the characters’
preservation of morality.
By comparing the behaviors of the characters
of both novels to Kant’s philosophy and Maslow’s
theory, I established a set of criteria to evaluate the
adherence to a moral code of conduct of modern
standard. Specifically, Kant’s imperatives are applied
to determine the definition of pre-collapse moral
values while Maslow’s theory helps to explain a break
from the characters’ regular boundaries. Thus, the
comparison of various instances of the characters’
behavior over the course of the novel determined how
the relationship between morality and humanity has
evolved following the literary apocalypse.
III. Station Eleven
As Mandel introduces and develops Kirsten’s
character, the readers find her generally likeable
despite the inherent dismal atmosphere. She is both an
actress and amateur archeologist driven by passion and
curiosity. Comparing her to Kant’s imperatives, her
base character adheres to a set of moral values within
his guidelines. She is humanistic and acts without a
self-serving ulterior motive. Rather, her purpose is to
enlighten the lives of those she performs for and to
recover anthropological clues of the past. Thus, she
treats humanity as an end and her behaviors could
easily be willed into universal law without conflict.
Evidence of these humanistic traits is visible
through her belief in the motto “Because Survival is
Insufficient,” (Mandel 119). This Star-Trek inspired
line represents her dedication to protecting the delicate
artistic aspect of humanity, which would have
otherwise been forgotten in a world primarily focused
on survival. Every day, she risks her life to act upon
the principle of her motto, acting out Shakespearean
plays to remind other survivors of the complexity of
the past society and that there is more to life than
simply existing (Mandel 147). This practice exhibits
her selflessness and understanding of the merit of
individuals by dedicating her life to improving theirs.
Replicated universally, this behavior would benefit the
mending society and help spread a culture of
revivalism and belief in more than simply survival. As
this role is her livelihood, Mandel’s depiction
demonstrates that these views are a fundamental
aspect of her nature.
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Kirsten’s interest in archeology furthers this
conclusion. Throughout the novel, she made it a hobby
to break into abandoned dwellings and attempt to
decipher the history of those who lived within them
(Mandel 39). For example, in the forgotten school, she
examines the gymnasium pondering “How many
people had stayed here? Who were they? Where had
they gone?” (Mandel 129). A similar curiosity is
expressed regarding the corpses found in the
untouched uninhabited house: “Why hadn’t the
parents taken the boy into their bed, if they’d all been
sick together? Perhaps the parents had died first”
(Mandel 151). Both examples of anthropology display
Kirsten’s deep curiosity and value of people. As stated
in Maslow’s A Theory of Human Motivation, the
desire for knowledge is an expression of selfactualization. Thus, the trait suggests that Kirsten has
achieved a higher level of understanding and self-unity
as she has relatively satisfied her more basic needs
(Maslow 384). This allows her to focus on societal
ideals such as morality (Maslow 393). By adding a
component of interest in humanity and belief in
individual worth, Mandel strengthens the credibility of
her character.
Yet, at the same time, it is also important to
note that Kirsten has character flaws. These are present
but are merely mentioned by Mandel instead of
explored as her other qualities were. Namely, she
sleeps with a traveling peddler “more or less out of
boredom” while in a relationship with a fellow actor,
Sayid. As they perform A Midsummer Night’s Dream
together, Kirsten has difficulty meeting his eyes,
representing the shame she feels for her actions
(Mandel 45). This indicates that her perception of
cheating as morally wrong, despite her motivation to
overstep this boundary. While this suggests that
Kirsten holds a moral code similar to the readers’, yet
does not always follow it, it also hints towards the
notion that a character generally viewed as good, is not
always perfect. The fact that Mandel decides not to
dwell on the issue strengthens the idea that Kirsten
perceives the action as morally wrong.
In stark contrast, Mandel sculpts Tyler into a
despicable, unjust character. He is notorious for his
insensitive and dehumanizing conduct towards other
characters. This mode of action is specifically in
conflict with Kant’s humanity formulation as he
simply uses others as a means to achieve his goals of
power and control over an unwilling population. These
also violate the universal formula as replication would
inherently produce conflict. If they were, a slew of
offenses robbing others of their autonomy would
become law, leaving no one with the freedom.
Furthermore, characters both from outside and within

the cult are disgusted by his methods, indicating that
while the general perception of moral values might be
different from the pre-collapse society, Tyler’s view is
radical. Combined, these transgressions from Kant’s
interpretation of a moral character help establish the
readers to build a negative view of him.
Much of Tyler’s base personality is
discovered from the accounts of Eleanor, Edward,
Sayid, and the clarinetist. Mandel begins with
Eleanor’s description of Tyler’s use of false kindness
to establish his well-armed cult into power before
collecting additional wives, including her twelve-year
old self (Mandel 123, 125-126). From her account,
Tyler is revealed to be a liar, manipulator, polygamist,
and pedophile. Each accusation presents his
objectification of other humans as he fails to treat them
as individuals with life and meaning. He is working
towards his goals mindless of the effects upon the
autonomy of those he takes advantage of.
Furthermore, each of these actions are done with the
intention of furthering the influence of his violent cult
and personal gain, not to act simply for the good of the
action. Per the universal formulation, this behavior
could not be willed into universal law. It would cause
conflict as violence would create endless power
struggles, lying and manipulation would eventually
prove ineffective, and forced polygamy and pedophilia
would be robbing of individual rights.
Nonetheless, Tyler’s tendency to objectify
others extends beyond St. Deborah by the Water to
Edward’s settlement. According to Edward, Tyler held
his wife and son hostage to bargain for munitions
(Mandel 273). When the wife refused to obey his
wishes for her to become a spouse within the cult,
Tyler shot her. He then abandons her, helpless, on the
road to suffer (Mandel 274). From this recount, the
readers see his character’s total disregard for human
life. Here, he objectifies both Edward’s wife and son
by holding them hostage as pawns. Furthermore, he
exhibits spiteful behaviors by intentionally inflicting
pain upon the wife, not to convince her to accompany
them, but rather out of retaliation for her rejecting his
advances. Both aspects display his use of others as a
mere means to his goals; beyond their service to him,
they are meaningless. This is a clear indication that his
primary motivation is not for the perceived good of the
action and would create conflict from being
normalized in society due to the violation of
autonomy. Again, the moral standpoint of both the
readers and Kant’s Categorical Imperative condemns
these behaviors, furthering distaste for Tyler’s
character.
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A final input is that of Sayid and the
clarinetist, who continue to develop this negative
portrayal of Tyler through recounting their
kidnapping. They recall that Tyler subdued them with
chloroform, which killed their mutual friend, Dieter.
Unsurprisingly, Tyler seems unconcerned by the
murder which suggests that, to Tyler, Dieter’s death
was a mere inconvenience to his plan, prompting the
kidnapping of a substitute hostage, the clarinetist
(Mandel 286-287, 291). This view presents Tyler as
indifferent to the value of life, again providing
evidence of his tendency to objectify humanity while
acting to fulfil his goals. Moreover, his act of
kidnapping and murder, though accidental, and
following lack of humanistic philosophy could not be
willed into universal law as it would promote a
behavior destructive to the existence of society and
humanity. Collectively, these accounts of Tyler’s
selfish devaluation of life concrete the readers’
negative perception of him.
By establishing traits in Kirsten that contrast
with those found in Tyler, Mandel creates a dynamic
that effectively defines each as protagonist and
antagonist respectively. A direct comparison between
the two further exaggerates the rift between their
beliefs and the readers’ impressions of each.
Furthermore, under scrutiny of the Categorical
Imperative, the characters’ motives, view of other
humans as either ends or mere means, and the
universalizability of their actions shows their inherent
adherence to ethical principles or lack thereof. This
assessment supplements the idea that Mandel’s
characterization presents Kirsten and Tyler on
opposing sides of the spectrum, which allows for the
evaluation of the progression of morality from both
standpoints.
IV. The Road
Despite exploring a vastly more gruesome
interpretation of the apocalypse, Cormac McCarthy
scrutinizes his characters’ normal behaviors in a
similar manner. In The Road, he chooses to establish
the initial character of the man through both the man’s
“good guy” code and the close relationship between
the man and the boy. Together, these describe the
man’s character as trustworthy and morally-right in a
world succumbing to animalistic dystopia (McCarthy
181).
McCarthy directly defines the man’s ethical
ideals through the “good guy code,” rules that the man
practices and teaches to the boy. Its commandments
condemn stealing, lying, and killing while mandating
dedication to promises, willingness to help others, and
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determination. Although some ambiguity exists due to
their threatened survival, McCarthy unconditionally
separates “good guys” from “bad guys” through the
code’s
ultimatum
denouncing
cannibalism
(Wielenberg 4). Despite the constant threat of
starvation, the man refuses to resort to the barbaric act
(McCarthy 128). On the contrary, the “bad guys”
indiscriminately revert to satisfying their necessities,
viewing humans as simply a means for survival
(McCarthy 181). This unconditional definition
exemplifies McCarthy’s view of cannibalism as the
absolute violation of humanity.
McCarthy uses both aspects of the “good guy
code” to clearly outline the man’s perception of
morality. On one hand, it represents his ideals,
suggested ethical boundaries that he would only cross
if necessary for survival. On the other, it depicts his
behavior and absolute limits in relation to violating
human rights. Together, they serve to establish the
unthreatened character of the man as righteous. This
view of humanism as the defining factor of morality is
upheld through the Categorical Principle as the “good
guy” does not deviate from recognizing the rights of
others (Wielenberg 4). Furthermore, if all were to
follow this example universally, the world could
achieve a better state as their actions would be truthful,
caring, reliable, and selfless. However, when a
character fails to uphold these boundaries, they
become classified as “bad guys” by the man. This
distinction indicates that he recognizes that these
boundaries represent behavior that could not be
universalized without contradiction.
Moreover, McCarthy also focuses on the trust
within the close father-son relationship between the
man and the boy to further establish the man’s moral
disposition. Throughout the beginning of the novel,
their trust appears absolute. A particularly powerful
indication of this bond is through the narration “Then
they set out along the blacktop in the gunmetal light,
shuffling through ash, each the other’s world entire,”
(McCarthy 6). The world around them is gray, bleak,
and covered in ash; in other words, the world as the
readers know it has crumbled and died, no longer full
of the vivid signs of life. The declaration that each are
the other’s entire world furthers develops the
importance of their relationship as it suggests they
have nothing else to live for. This conviction is
confirmed by a later exchange between the boy and the
man “What would you do if I died? If you died I would
want to die too. So you could be with me? Yes. So I
could be with you. Okay” (McCarthy 11). Here, the
man’s reply to the boy asking about death indicates
that his love for the boy is the only thing preventing
his suicide. Conversely, the boy’s ability to anticipate
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and comfort in accepting his father’s reply exhibits the
extent of the boy’s trust for the man. This culmination
of evidence helps to further the man’s peace-time
characterization as a caring, trustworthy individual.

Kirsten still chooses to become inked, permanently
branding herself (Mandel 119). This choice
emphasizes the fact that she exhibits genuine
repentance for the action.

Unlike Mandel, McCarthy solely focuses on
the man’s normal behavior rather than that of his
opponents. Despite not establishing a striking contrast,
McCarthy still effectively crafts the man’s character as
morally-right by contemporary standards. He does so
through defining both the ethical code and close
relationship between the man and the boy, which
establish a likable character in the eyes of the reader.
Moreover, utilizing ideology similar to Kant’s
philosophy as a definition of virtue in regard to
humanity furthers the positive sentiment towards the
righteousness of the man. This judgement enhances
the idea that McCarthy intentionally uses his
character’s progression throughout the novel to
explore the man’s varying adherence to his own moral
code when conflicted.

Later, when she comes in direct conflict with
Tyler’s henchmen, she is forced to slay yet another.
While it is out of self-defense, it is murder, which is
categorized as an immoral act per Kant’s philosophy.
However, considering the hostile environment to
which she belongs, her remorse, despite the
vindication of self-preservation, suggests that the act
does not define her as a person lacking moral
boundaries. She mentally advises her friend, who had
never killed someone before, “it is possible to survive
this, but not unaltered, and you will always carry these
men with you through all of the nights of your life”
(Mandel 296). This comment is further evidence that
Kirsten is deeply scarred by death at her hands and has
difficulty living with herself due to these actions. It is
important to note that she retained her humanistic
moral boundaries throughout the event. However, as
her need for safety prevailed, she temporarily
overstepped these boundaries. Despite the inherent
understandability of her actions, she is still troubled
that she violated these lines. Therefore, the readers see
that she understands the gravity of her actions and
feels anguish even though they were justifiable and,
instead, judge her as a morally right person. Tyler, on
the other hand, through his opposing perception of
murder, is viewed in a differing light.

V. A Test of Morals
After establishing the initial state of their
characters, both authors test their characters’ values by
pitting them against one another. These conflicts lead
the protagonists to face difficult decisions between
survival and conscience. Meanwhile, the antagonists
retain the same dehumanizing views and behavior.
Both Kirsten and Tyler exemplify these
challenges in Station Eleven. Despite serving as the
humanistic protagonist rooted in pre-collapse
principles, the dismal setting forces Kirsten to act out
of self-preservation, specifically by killing. Prior to the
threat to her safety, Kirsten’s behavior indicated that
her basic needs were satisfied, allowing her to devote
energy towards the well-being of others. However,
when she was threatened, she was motivated to act in
a manner which took the life, the autonomy, of
another. This action is consistent with Maslow’s
theory of self-actualization, which describes changes
in the motivations of behaviors based upon the loss of
fulfillment of a need. In the novel, her reactions are
specifically described as a “physiological response to
danger” rather than an action of aggression (Mandel
295). Even though they are justifiable, she still
exhibits remorse. Kirsten touches on the subject in
Francǫis’ interview, telling him how the world has
changed in her lifetime: “I think of killing” (Mandel
265). Rather than referring to murderous urges,
however, this fixation represents her guilt for killing
two people in the past, each marked by a single knife
tattoo (Mandel 295). Although tattoos in a postapocalyptic world carry a great risk for infection,

In contrast with Kirsten, Tyler is
unconcerned with the manner he treats other
characters in the novel. He feels no remorse when
using them as he pleases, casting them aside after they
have served their purpose. This attitude is
demonstrated through his interaction with Edward’s
wife and Kirsten. In the former, Edward notes that as
Tyler holds his wife captive, he stands there “all the
time smiling, so peacefully, like they’ve done nothing
wrong” (Mandel 273). As readers recall how Tyler
captures, shoots, and abandons Edward’s wife, they
understand that his character is unrepentant of his
dehumanization of others. The fact that he does not
even seem to realize the significance of his actions
suggests that he lives by a different moral code
entirely.
This negative sentiment is strengthened
further during his attempt to execute Kirsten. As he
holds Kirsten hostage, there comes a point where “a
look of perfect serenity had come over his face and he
was looking at her, no, through her, a smile on his lips”
(Mandel 302). By having Tyler look through Kirsten
rather than listen to what she has to say, Mandel is

42

Perpetua Volume 3, Issue 1
showing that Tyler is focused more upon the act than
the person involved in it. In other words, Kirsten is
simply filling a role rather than being a direct target of
his aggression. Moreover, his smile and serene
appearance indicates a feeling of vindication and
inherent lack of remorse for the act he is about to
commit. Through his generalization of Kirsten’s
execution and inability to understand the consequence
behind taking human life, Tyler is, again, displaying
his complete disregard for boundaries as defined by
the humanity formula of Categorical Imperative. His
interpretation, in turn, could not be institutionalized as
law without putting the value of human life in
jeopardy. The result is a further degradation of his
character in the eyes of the readers.
Considering both characters, Kirsten clearly
attempts to follow the pre-collapse view of morality by
maintaining her belief in the value of human life
without intention of personal gain while Tyler, who
completely objectifies other characters, does not.
Their distinctly opposing views are what define them
as protagonist and antagonist, illuminating the morally
right and wrong. However, the question remains as to
why they chose, or were forced into, the path that they
took. Kirsten also ponders this topic: “[Tyler] was
about her age. Whatever else [Tyler] had become, he’d
once been a boy adrift on the road, and perhaps he’d
had the misfortune of remembering everything”
(Mandel 304). Her reasoning is that Tyler was scarred
by both what happened to him as a child and by the
actions he had taken. Once he became accustomed to
violence and lost his faith in humanity, this pattern of
behavior became routine despite now living in a
gentler time (Mandel 146).
Kirsten, on the other hand, has no
recollection of being on the road other than her brother
telling her “‘The road...I hope you never remember it’”
(Mandel 304). This ominous remark provides a
suggestion by Mandel that perhaps living amongst the
chaos produced by the apocalypse would lead to a loss
of faith in humanity. The clash between ethics and
survival would result in favoritism of the latter,
facilitating the objectification of others and selfpreservation over the greater good of society as the
normal behavior. However, Mandel also considers the
possibility of the existence of those characters who
still believe in altruism and that there is more to life
than just survival. While these characters would still
be exposed to the same anarchy they would retain their
foundation in ethical values, seeing that this act is what
differentiates people from animals.
Similar to Mandel’s presentation, McCarthy
also exhibits the progression of morality through the
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conflicts between his protagonists and antagonists.
While the man and the boy are isolated from conflict,
McCarthy presents the man as the “good guy,” with
only minor infractions of the code, such as sneaking
the boy his portion of hot cocoa (McCarthy 34). When
applied to survival situations, however, his demeanor
is much different and the dynamic trust between the
man and the boy is challenged.
The first time this problem arises is when the
man and the boy stumble upon the truck man, who is
described as rough, emaciated, and eating anything he
can find, implying other people (McCarthy 64-65). As
the truck man lunges, with a knife, for the boy, the man
fires the gun, killing him (McCarthy 66). At face
value, this act is murder, which is defined as wrong by
the standards of both the “good guy” code and the
readers. Consequently, the boy avoids speaking to the
man as, in saving them, the man has violated their code
(McCarthy 70, 77). By showing this rift between the
boy and the man, McCarthy highlights that the man
has committed an immoral act. However, at the same
time, he suggests that even “good guys” cannot
completely adhere to their code. This perception is
clear as the man rationalizes his actions, telling the boy
“Now you know [what bad guys look like]. It may
happen again. My job is to take care of you... I will kill
anyone who touches you.” to which the boy replies
“Are we still the good guys?” and the man answers
“Yes. We’re still the good guys” (McCarthy 77). In
such context, his actions are justifiable as the man was
acting to protect the boy, fulfilling the needs of love
and security in Maslow’s hierarchy (Maslow 379–
381).
While it is still murder by definition and
immoral by Kant’s standards, the man recognizes that
it is wrong and would have rather avoided the conflict
(McCarthy 61, 65). This recognition shows his respect
of human life, yet also that he will not hesitate to cross
his moral boundaries if he determines that it is
necessary for survival of himself and the boy. In turn,
this idea presents the notion that McCarthy believes
that the apocalypse will leave needs unmet, posing a
challenge to adhere to pre-collapse moral values,
which were established in a time of peace and stability.
Only the “good guys” will make an effort for
righteousness while the “bad guys” will succumb
completely to the needs of survival.
On the other hand, both the truck man and his
companions are branded “bad guys” as the readers
discover that the latter had eaten their fallen comrade
(McCarthy 71). According to the “good guy code”,
cannibalism is the ultimate violation, a boundary that
the man chooses he will never cross (McCarthy 128).
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He decides that while survival is important, the
conscientious consequence of eating another human
being outweighs this end. As a violation of this value
signifies the rejection of human worth in favor of
strictly survival, he is constantly disgusted by those
like the truck people who do not respect the worth of
others, violating the humanity formula. Therefore, by
holding himself and the boy to the “good guy code,”
they are perceived by readers as morally superior to
the antagonists represented in the novel (Wielenberg
4).
McCarthy furthers this idea as the man and
the boy encounter the group of cannibals. While the
pair never make direct contact with the group, they
find a locked room filled with bloodied amputees, the
stumps of their limbs crudely cauterized. The details
of the spit and iron rods outside confirm suspicions:
the cannibals had premeditated how to capture and
hold their prey as livestock awaiting the (McCarthy
110). However, instead of instantly killing them, the
cannibals prolong their meal by only taking one limb
at a time. They act with a self-serving goal in mind,
treating their victims as a means for their own survival,
not for the good of humanity.

defense pales in comparison, both in how McCarthy
presents the situation and by the readers’ standards.
This contrast suggests two distinct directions that
individuals can take after the apocalypse: to scarcely
survive but adhere to morals or to live relatively
comfortably without consideration of humanity.
Moreover, the interaction with the cannibals
also presents another consideration of the man’s
character through his position on helping others. A
short while after the incident, the boy rationalizes from
the man’s teachings that they could not have helped
the other people because, if they did, they would face
the same fate (McCarthy 127). Their reasoning
directly relates to Maslow’s hierarchy as by first
addressing the more basic needs of security, the man
must focus less upon his conscience and the “good
guy” code (Maslow 379). This reluctance is present
with other characters, including the burnt man, little
boy, and Eli. In the first two cases, the man outright
denies the boy helping them. However, after much
pleading from the boy, the man chooses to allow a
single cup of fruit to be given to Eli.

Consequently, their actions are in complete
opposition of Kant’s Categorical Imperative. By the
definition of the humanity formula, the offense resides
in the lack of respect for human autonomy.
Meanwhile, according to the universal formulation,
the group’s actions are wrong due to the inherent
inability to commute cannibalism into universal law
and how the limited nature of their goals would cause
them, too, to fall victim to their own crime. While it
could be argued that the cannibals’ basic physiological
needs are unmet, warranting motivation for their
behavior as proposed by Maslow’s hierarchy (Maslow
373), there is no hesitation or mercy exhibited by the
group as meal rationing outweighs human suffering.
This lack suggests that while their actions may be
fulfilling their needs, there is not an underlying
appreciation of human worth or remorse. As a result,
it becomes clear to the readers that the cannibals do
not follow a moral code as defined by the Categorical
Imperative.

Thinking in terms of Maslow’s theory, the
man chooses to satisfy their immediate needs before
those related to social life or those of others (Maslow
394-395). For example, with the cannibals, their safety
is compromised. With the burnt man, they are on the
verge of starvation, and with the little boy, they would
both be closer to starvation and attract attention to
themselves (McCarthy 50, 84-86). Meanwhile, the
man and the boy had just been fed extremely well at
the bunker and had thoroughly checked for a ruse
before helping Eli (McCarthy 138, 161-163).
Therefore, as their basic needs had relatively been met,
the man permits the boy to offer a can of fruit. The
satisfaction of needs directly relates to how the man
teaches the boy ethics. In the man’s mind, their safety
is their priority over that of others. His reasoning
depicts to the reader how the view of morality has
progressed from before to after the apocalypse: for
those who strive to uphold it, the basic needs of
survival must first be met. Even though this
interpretation is conditional, his moral boundaries
continue to exist.

While cannibalism is defined as the worst
offense of the “good guy code,” this adaptation
compounds the severity of the offense. Both the
protagonists and readers are disgusted and brand the
group despicable. This reaction shows how lowering
oneself to animalistic behavior with human
intelligence destroys everything that humanity and
civilization had sought to banish. Meanwhile, the
man’s infraction of killing the truck man out of self-

McCarthy continues to develop the idea of
differing behaviors when threatened versus a state of
stability through the thief, who steals all the supplies
from the man and the boy. After tracking him down,
the man forces the thief to return everything plus the
clothes off his back. Later, after much chiding from
the boy, the man leaves the clothes on the road
(McCarthy 256- 260). This particular section presents
a desire for revenge which is not visible prior as the

44

Perpetua Volume 3, Issue 1
man chooses to make the thief suffer in the same
manner that he would have so easily allowed the man
and the boy to endure (McCarthy 257). The thief
simply swipes the items while the man and the boy are
distracted. He does not threaten a violent death as the
other antagonists do. Yet, uniquely, the man decides to
leave him in a worse state than he was before,
overlooking previous moral boundaries. His actions
demonstrate how the man is not a perfect “good guy”
and suggests that while actively threatened, the man
only considers the physiological and security needs of
Maslow’s hierarchy, rather than the higher state of
morals. However, as their survival returns to a stable
state and the boy, who also serves as a second
conscience here, reminds him of his code and the value
of other humans no matter how vile they are, the man
returns to his previously established humanistic
principles. Perhaps McCarthy is also suggesting that
as the survivors of the apocalypse are increasingly
exposed to the despicable acts of other survivors, they
begin to adapt and assimilate to this state. The question
of humanity becomes how long the ethical reaches of
the past society will continue to have an impact on the
survivors. Some will yield sooner than others and, as
more continue to die, the “good guys” will become
fewer in number until humanity, as the readers
perceive it, has devolved into chaos and can no longer
be defined as civilized.
The final major adversary that the man
encounters is the arrow man, who fires arrows,
unprovoked, upon the man and the boy, wounding the
man’s leg. The man then fires the flare pistol, striking
the arrow man in the chest. His fate is indeterminate;
however, it is certain that the arrow man is, at least,
disabled by the shot (McCarthy 263-264). In firing
upon the pair unprovoked, presumably to kill them for
food, the readers view his character as a “bad guy.” He
is shown to act without consideration of the autonomy
of the man and the boy, instead viewing them as an
end to his goal. This indicates a breach in the humanity
formula similar to the rest of the antagonists
throughout the novel and, thus, could not serve as
universal law. In contrast, the man and the boy are seen
by the readers as innocent victims, who act out of selfpreservation.
Per Maslow’s theory, the man was motivated
by a deficit in his and the boy’s need for security,
which rationalizes the man’s action of firing upon the
arrow man (Maslow 379). By having a justifiable
reason behind his actions and continuing to uphold his
moral principles after the act, the readers vindicate the
man.
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When later asked by the boy if the man had
killed the arrow man, the man quickly answers no,
sticking to his verdict despite pressure from the boy
(McCarthy 270). As mentioned prior, the fate of the
arrow man was presented with uncertainty about his
survival, meaning that the man could either be truthful
or lying. As a major factor in his relationship with the
boy is maintaining a good moral code, there would be
no reason for the man to compromise their trust by
admitting that he killed the man. The fact that the man
is not above stretching the truth or outright lying to the
boy to protect him and their relationship furthers the
plausibility of this outcome (McCarthy 34, 87). By
assuming, or rather repressing the idea that the arrow
man will likely not survive, the man shows that he still
is vested in the ethical values of the past where he sees
murder as wrong even though he is forced to kill to
save himself and the boy, showing that he still believes
in the importance of human worth. This
understanding, again, is an indication of how morality
was preserved through the man and the boy while the
arrow man, not caring about humanity, is perceived as
a “bad guy.”
VI. Conclusion
Through displaying their originally morallyright characters in situations where they must overstep
their ethical boundaries for the sake of survival, both
authors are suggesting that after an apocalypse,
morality tends to be more fluid. They imply that very
few absolutes exist when societal laws cease to govern
the people. However, they also maintain that some will
choose to live by an ethical code while others will
focus solely on survival. With Kirsten, she maintains
a humanistic view throughout the novel, feeling
genuine remorse for killing the men, even for selfprotection. Although he does not display the same
remorse as Kirsten, the man also adheres to his moral
code despite temptations to wrongfully overstep its
boundaries. Meanwhile, both Tyler and the “bad guys”
fail to exhibit any consideration of the inherent worth
of human life through their actions. This distinction
established while contrasting these characters fosters
the analysis of the progression of morality. As a result,
both authors investigate an idea unquantifiable by
science, using the apocalypse as a vehicle to examine
human virtue.
Both novels present the idea that some
individuals will retain a relatively humanistic view
while others will choose to disregard humans as means
for their survival. In peaceful situations, both Mandel
and McCarthy present their protagonists as morallyright, upholding this principle without reference to a
specific end other than humanity itself. These actions
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are received in a positive manner when compared to
the stipulations of Kant’s Categorical Imperative as
they prove a respect for human rights and inherent
worth in a manner that would benefit society were it to
become universal law. Meanwhile, the authors
characterized their antagonists as despicable and
immoral. These characters fit under the
dehumanization category of Kant’s philosophy for
failing to acknowledge other humans as more than a
tool for survival. Moreover, interpreting their actions
into universal law would prove impossible as their
behaviors would contradict autonomy and human
rights.
Furthermore, the authors place their
characters in situations where their hierarchy of needs
as outlined in Maslow’s theory of self-actualization
are not met. This situation causes both the protagonists
and antagonists react, overstepping moral boundaries
in order to ensure their survival. However, Mandel and
McCarthy make the distinction that their protagonists
are mindful of human life and understand the
difference between right and wrong. Alternatively, the
antagonists maintain the same viewpoints as they do
during a non-life-threatening event, immoral, selfserving, and dehumanizing. This evidence is a further
indication of the stark difference between the
protagonists and antagonists. The protagonists are
shown approaching a state closer to self-actualization

through their moral acts and ability to think beyond
their needs to those of others (Maslow 382–383).
Meanwhile, the antagonists act in opposition of this
principle despite having their lower needs relatively
met, showing a lack of moral consciousness.
Moreover, Mandel and McCarthy also seem
to suggest that unsatisfied needs coupled with an
immoral environment could influence virtuous
characters to emulate the surrounding dystopia. This
idea manifests itself as the protagonists begin to take
actions similar to those of the barbaric individuals as
well as potentially explaining the radical behaviors of
the antagonists. Both authors present this
phenomenon, Mandel through the conversion of Tyler
from an originally innocent boy to a vicious cult leader
and McCarthy in the man’s momentary resort to
revenge on the thief.
Although each novel offers a vastly different
interpretation of the apocalypse, they present similar
evaluations of the characters. Both authors’
interpretations of the relationship between morality
and humanity when humans are reliant solely on
conscience for moral boundaries parallel one another.
This commonality suggests that the retention of moral
boundaries despite the lack of societal barriers is an
internal, individual choice: the good choose to keep
them, while the wicked overstep them freely.
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